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Katharina von Bora
Presented by Trevor O’Reggio 
Family—Father, Mother, Siblings
Katharina was born on January 29, 
1499
▪ Who were the parents of 
Katharina von Bora?
1. Dad, Hans von Bora and Katharine of 
Lippendorf
▪ half way between Berlin and Prague
2. Hans von Bora and  Anna Von 
Haugwitz of Hirschfeld 
▪ Died in 1505, Hans remarried Margarete (a 
widow)
▪ Owned land –gentleman farmer “house 
poor” in-debt
▪ Siblings
1. 3 brothers, 1 sister
2. 2nd wife brought several 
children with her
3. Father could not afford to 
support expanding family
Childhood
▪ Shortly after the death of her mother in 1505, 
Katharina’s father packed his 6 year old daughter and 
sent her to Benedictine Convent in Brehna, where she 
entered the cloister school-100 miles from home
▪ Katharina was still reeling from the death of her 
mother
▪ Remained behind convent walls for the next 18 years
▪ One hundred miles away traveling by horse drawn 
carriage
Cloister Schools
▪ Not uncommon for families in 
the Middle ages and Early 
Modern to send off daughters to 
cloister schools and convents for 
life
▪ Spent 4 years there.  Schooled in 
reading and writing in Latin and 
German, arithmetic, morals, 
manners, and religion
Katharina’s school life
▪ Benedictine cloister school in Brehna attracted daughters 
of nobility to be groomed as wives for nobility,  remainder 
were orphans
▪ No record of any family visit
▪ Summer of 1509, letter from Katharina’s father to transfer 
her to Cistercian Monastery of Marienthron in Nimbschen, 
which was 42 miles south of Brehna, to become a nun
▪ Father put aside a small amount of money to support her 
for the rest of her life
Katharina’s school life
▪ Katharina’s life crumbled
▪ Why did her father send her away?
▪ Father paid the lowest fee possible 30 groschen
▪ No family member accompanied her
▪ Cistercian convent was sparse by medieval standard
▪ Benedictine was much better
▪ Lived in silence and saw only prioress and fellow nuns
▪ Assigned priest,  not allowed to leave
▪ Diet  of nuns: abstaining from particular foods (meat) to suppress 
libido, keep carnal desires in check.





mark of Holiness, 




Life in the Convent
Schedule
▪ First bell at 2 am—awake to 
matins (morning) to chapel to 
recite prayers, psalms, 
scripture and hymns






▪ 7 or 8 pm—Bed
▪ All worked ceased at sound 
of the bell, nuns required to 
stop whatever they were 
doing to attend services in 
the church
▪ Day measured by the sun
▪ winter= shorter days
▪ Summer= longer days
Life in the Convent
▪ At the age of 16 Katharina 
took a vow of celibacy, 
obedience and poverty
▪ In 1514 she became novitiate 
and was consecrated on Oct. 
8, 1515
▪ Called white nun
▪ Assigned duties by the 
Abbess
▪ Daily chores
▪ Translated religious tracts and 
illuminated manuscripts with 
elaborate artwork and did 
embroidery
▪ Housekeeping, food preparation 
and gardening
▪ 14 years at convent- not a 
single complaint or reprimand 
registered against her in the 
official record
Obstacle of Freedom
▪ Single women had few rights or 
citizenship, couldn’t pay the fees
▪ Laws forbid them to move into the 
cities
▪ Assigned guardian, male authority, if 
no male relatives available
▪ Views of Citizenship and Marriage
▪ Priest could be a citizen and a priest 
but nun could not be a citizen and 
nun. 
▪ Legal status of women depended on 
marital state
▪ Initial conservative approach
▪ Several nuns wrote letters to their families 
requesting release.  Encouraged by Luther’s 
writings 
▪ Cloister life unnecessary or hindrance to 
salvation
▪ Ignored by their families
▪ Turned to Luther to help
▪ Luther vowed to help
Escape from the Convent
▪ At age 24, Katharina escaped 
along with several other nuns in 
the middle of the night under 
cover of darkness
▪ Risked everything/capital offense 
▪ Leonard Koppe
▪ Merchant, one of Luther’s close friends
▪ Regularly delivered herring to the convent
▪ Luther’s writings against 
monasticism
Escape from the Convent 
▪ April 4, 1523 Easter Eve—When 
worship practice diverged from 
regular routine 
▪ Varying accounts of escape
▪ 9 fled according to Luther
▪ 12 according to Von Bora’s biographer—
Markwolds
▪ 11 according to Luther’s biographer—
Edith Simon
▪ Traveled in Kopp’s herring wagon
▪ Taken to Luther’s place—most 
rejected by their families
▪ Attempts to marry off the nuns
▪ Suitor for Katharina—Baumgarten of 
Nuremberg, friend of Luther and 
Melanchthon
▪ Went home, never returned engaged 
to 14 year old with Sibylle with 
sizeable dowry
Runaway Nun—Renegade monk
▪ Runaway nun with no 
dowry, unacceptable to 
parents of Baumgartner
▪ Katharina was heart 
broken, stayed with family 
for 2 years
▪ All the nuns were married 
or returned to their 
families except her
▪ Luther recommended 
Kasper Glaz, 
professor/pastor of nearby 
church 
▪ Katharina refused, she 
didn’t like him
▪ Offered herself to Luther 
or Luther’s friend Van 
Amsdorf whoever would 
have her
Marriage to Luther
▪ State of Marriage
▪ Luther’s reform on marriage
▪ Desacramentalized it 
▪ Marriage—holy and divine
▪ Denounced celibacy
▪ Marriage of nuns need parental approval
▪ Reluctant himself to get married
▪ Decided to marry Katharina
▪ To please his father and give him- grandchildren
▪ Marry to spite the devil—rile the  pope, caused angels to 
laugh and devils to cry
▪ To provide an example to others
▪ Not romantically or physically attracted to Kat
▪ Married in obedience to Christ
Objections  to the Wedding
• Most of Luther's friends 
feared marriage would set 
the Reformation back
• Philip Melanchthon 
opposed the union—Luther 
refused to invite him
• Melanchthon fumed—no 
time for amorous frolicking 
and celebratory revelry—
Time of peasant revolt
• An act of self indulgence—
ensnared by feminine wiles
Objections to the Wedding
▪ Katharina was not good enough, 
beneath him
▪ Public condoned priestly marriage 
but frowned on marriages with 
monks and nuns
▪ Seen as transgression and 
deviant—would damage marriage 
and society
▪ Vow of clerical chastity as seen a 
more binding on monks &nuns
▪ Nuns because of separation from 
rest of society
▪ Seen as incestuous—monk and nuns 
were married to God
▪ Spiritual siblings—violated 
prohibitions against incestuous 
unions
Objections to the  Wedding
▪ Duke George of Saxony: 
Luther insane, wild with  
ambition and lust of the 
flesh 
▪ Henry VIII—disgraceful lust 
in violating a nun
Objections to the Wedding (cont.)
▪ Katharina accused of being, 
whore, dancing girl.
▪ Traitor of Christ—crazed 
seductress
▪ Seduced a famous monk
▪ Accused of engaging in 
premarital sex
▪ Bad times for single women or 
widows, many accused of 
witchcraft.
▪ Between 1400-1800, 40,000-
80,000 women executed for 
witchcraft 
▪ Why women more vulnerable
▪ No response from Katharina to 
her accusers.
Marriage
• Married on June 13, 
1525. Katharina 26 
Luther 42
• 5 guests
• Consummation of 
marriage  witnessed by 
one of the guest-
tradition
• Public ceremony was 
June 27
Married life of Katharina
▪ She was married for 21 yrs. and 
had 6 children
▪ Lived in Black Cloister—filthy 
and empty.  The straw bed 
hadn’t been changed in a year
▪ Whitewashed walls
▪ Garden for food and medicine, 
fished,  planted fruit and nut 
orchard, raised bees, brewed 
wine, and bred and slaughtered 
livestock-true entrepreneur
Married life of Katharina
▪ Luther nicknamed her, “Morning Star of 
Wittenberg”
▪ Woke daily at 4 am, completed tasks at 9 pm 
▪ She had 1 or 2 servants assisting her, one was 
her aunt
▪ Worked to sustain the household and many 
visitors, house guests
▪ Sometimes up to 40 guests
Relationship with Luther and Katharina
Strangers before Marriage—No Courtship
▪ Two weeks after proposal, was 
the wedding.  It was a 
compromise and sense of 
Christian duty
▪ Luther was considering 
proposing to another nun, Eva 
Schonfeld who was younger and 
gentler disposition
▪ After wedding Luther wrote to a 
friend, “I do not love my wife 
but I appreciate her.”  not in love 
but respected her
▪ Katharina was strong willed in 
nature, didn’t align with Luther’s 
definition of an ideal women
▪ Katharina respected Luther but 
challenged him at times
▪ Theological discussions
▪ Luther’s views on women—
compatible with the times
▪ Separate and distinct roles for 
husband’s and wives
▪ Man the sun and women the moon
▪ Bear children, delight men, be 
merciful
Relationship with Luther and Katharina
▪ Serve man and be their helper
▪ More egalitarian with his own wife
▪ Luther, without women every thing would fall apart
▪ Katharina-vigorous contributor around Luther’s table
Luther Letter to Katharina Revealed
▪ Tenderness and deep love and admiration
▪ See letter
▪ Grew to deeply love his wife
▪ Trusted confidant
▪ Savvy business skills and industrious, 
entrepreneur
▪ Full control of finances
Musical Family
• Luther played the lute
• Enjoyed getting the 
family around for 
evening of musical 
entertainment
• Luther’s children: Hans, 
Elizabeth, Magdalena, 




▪ Doting parents concerned about their 
health and wellbeing
▪ Love and affection for children
▪ Kiss the children
▪ Involved in parenting them
▪ Katharina breastfed her 6 children
▪ Luther punished his children at times—
became angry with Hans, he refused to 
see him for 3 days “I would rather love a 
dead son then an ill mannered one.”
Valley of Shadow of Death
▪ Death of 13 yr old Magdalena 
▪ Lost their first  daughter Elizabeth.  
Magdalena was born less than  year after 
Elizabeth’s death
Luther’s Death
▪ Trip to Eisleben to resolve issue between leaders  
▪ Katharina—tried to convince him not to go
▪ Poor health
▪ Luther dies in Eiselben
▪ A 21 year marriage with Katharina ended
▪ With Luther’s death Katharina’s situation became 
precarious both on a social and financial level
▪ Too important for menial labor
▪ Not wealthy enough to sustain herself
Luther’s Death
▪ Widow stature according to 
Saxon- low
▪ Promised only morning gift—gift 
given by husband on wedding 
night
▪ Guardian appointed for under-age 
children
▪ Loophole—husband before death 
could assign his wife legal right to 
some of his property through a 
will
▪ Valid only when in writing and 
notarized by lawyers
▪ Luther failed to do this
▪ 2nd error—failure to appoint a 
guardian
▪ Luther’s enemy (George Bruch) 
sought to invalidate Luther’s will to 
remove his children from their 
mother
▪ Defended by Prince -Will validated
Change of Fortune—Fall 1546
▪ Charles V captured Wittenberg
▪ Katharina fled to Magdeburg
▪ Returned in the Spring of 1547.  
Black Cloister intact but lost much 
of the crop, business and livestock
▪ Prince Fredrick imprisoned so 
Katharina fled a 2nd time
▪ Returned in June—Wittenberg under 
Duke Moritz
▪ Total destruction of her property
▪ Resorted to begging
▪ Wrote letter to leaders for financial 
support
Katharina Pleas for Help
▪ Used her husband’s famous 
name for help
▪ Industrious and innovative--Her 
labors decimated by war
▪ Summer of 1552 Plague 
descends on Wittenberg
Factors in her Demise
▪ Katharina fled for 3rd time from 
Wittenberg
▪ On route to Torgua, had an 
accident.  She fell in dirty, cold 
water, and laid injured
▪ Stress of living on the edge of 
financial ruin
▪ Poverty of last six years
▪ Violent fall from wagon
▪ Exposure and shock as she lay 
in the cold water
▪ Internal injuries
▪ Died on Dec. 20, 1552. she was 
53 yrs old, six years after the 
death of her husband.
Conclusion
“Martin and Katharina Luther are arguably the most 
famous couple in Christian history, a close look at their lives 
reveals a daily existence shockingly different from our own.  
Yet as remote as their world is from ours, and as different as 
they are from us, they also offer us a surprisingly accurate 
picture of ourselves. In Martin and Katharina we recognize 
how flawed we are. We see our own stubbornness, pride, 
self-righteousness, and fears. We recognize our loneliness, 
isolation, and brokenness; we realize how desperately we 
need the grace of God. At the same time, we also see in 
them our own capacity for connection, our triumphs and 
joys, the depth and breadth of our compassion, the 
potential within us to love others as well as we love our own 
selves, and our desire to live wholeheartedly as followers of 
Christ.  In short, the lives of Martin and Katharina Luther 
point to a common humanity that spans time, distance, and 
difference.”
Major Source
▪ The Radical Marriage of a Runaway Nun and a Renegade Monk 
Katharina and Martin Luther  by Michelle Derusha
